Report - Vanuatu Visit - 09 -18 Dec 2015 
Lisa Veres and Eugene Leduc 

Below is a report on our 9-day visit to Vanuatu which we tagged onto our Australian Holiday in 
December 2015. The report is long, but might make good holiday reading! We can give a photo 
presentation at a later date. 

We stayed at Chantilly’s Hotel in Port Vila and at Rocky Ridge Bungalows (at Blue Hole 2, just north of 
Whitegrass Resort - Hosts: Tom and Margaret) while on Tanna. Thankfully, on Tanna we had the use 
of the Nissan Doctor’s Truck for 6 days. On return to Port Vila, 16 th of December, we were lucky to 
meet olgeta wetem Matt Cameron (Dr. Leane’s husband on brief reconnaissance before their family 
arrival in mid January) and Dr. Basil, the ni-Van in charge of post-graduate training. 

While in Australia, a couple of weeks before, we were kindly invited to a Rotary dinner meeting in Port 
Macquarie November 25 th to make a presentation. The following week, before leaving for Vanuatu, we 
met again with Ray White and the current Rotary Club president and incoming TAFEA committee 
Secretary, Gil Padarin. A report on that meeting is included at the end of this report. 

Plenti Storian bio Cyclone 

Wayne and Sabine (Whitegrass Resort Managers): It was very calm, humid and hot the day before the 
Cyclone hit. They had about 5-6 days warning and all guests of the resort had time to fly to Port Vila, if 
not directly out of the country. Wayne and Sabine bravely stayed on alone at the Resort. The worst of 
the Cyclone lasted about 3 hours from 9 - noon on Saturday morning. The fact that the cyclone struck 
during the day probably saved a lot of lives as we heard many stories of people fleeing from building to 
building while the wind was at its strongest. 

The buildings at Whitegrass all remained standing but there was a lot of cleanup to do after. Some 
people from nearby villages took refuge in the staff quarters. One of these was Chuck, the owner of Blue 
Hole 1. He tried to stay in his own house, but when it blew down he fled to Whitegrass. His brother and 2 
small children managed to climb UNDER their destroyed house and stayed there safely through the 
storm. 

Nurse Naumu told us she weathered the storm in her own cement block house. The roof stayed on for the 
most part, but the verandah was destroyed. This was a common theme amongst all the houses that 
survived. Naumu said that she, Sarah, and Natalie were among the few staff who stayed at the hospital 
and worked during the immediate aftermath. Other staff had lost their houses and were in too much 
shock, or too preoccupied with their personal losses to attend to patients. There were many injured, but 
with the presence of military aircraft, and Dr. Basil’s help, they were able to evacuate all the seriously 
injured cases to Vila. 

We also asked Naumu, as the mental health nurse, if she observed much PTSD. Interestingly, she said 
that an Israeli aid organization came in very early and did outreach work in the villages, educating and 
reassuring on the process of PTSD. Naumu thought this was really helpful, and she did not have to treat 
many cases at the hospital itself. 

Pharmcist Rolline sheltered in her own house, which also remained mostly intact. Her kitchen house blew 
away, but was rebuilt quickly. She said the hospital received huge deliveries of supplies which required a 
huge amount of work on her part to try and sort and utilize. 



Retired nurse Nancy at Port Resolution: Everyone in the village except Nancy sheltered at the new 
hall/library that Rotary built a few years ago. She alone elected to stay in her nice little house. She said 
that if her house went, she wanted God to take her too. She concluded that God must have had further 
work for her to do because she and her house were spared. In fact, she did have further work because 
shortly after the cyclone an outbreak of gastroenteritis hit Lenakel and Whitesands, causing a number of 
deaths. Nancy used a village funeral gathering to re-iterate her message of safe food and water practices, 
and thus prevented an outbreak at Port Resolution. 

Nurse Robert Moise: said that one man witnessed the whole Family Shelter lift off the ground, complete 
with roof and walls, and fly west towards the land of Oz. 

Nurse Simon: He and Betty survived, and worked tirelessly at the hospital. Sometime in June, close to the 
time that Morrison died, Simon suffered a sudden onset of paralysis and couldn’t walk. The Fijian doctors 
were there at the time and must have thought his c-spine was at risk because he was put on a spinal board 
and shipped to Vila. Everyone thought her would die. He was in Vila for 2 weeks and no diagnosis was 
made, but gradually his strength has returned. He says his left side is weaker than his right and his grip 
strength is still poor. We wonder about possible transverse myelitis or Guillain-Barre. 

He talked about the malnutrition of children after the cyclone, and said that there had been a nutrition 
review of all the children age 1-5. Protein rich foods were distributed as needed. Nurses Natalie and 
Pauline are continuing this work and monitoring nutrition in the villages. They are using our dry soup mix 
to give to villages like Yakel. 


Conditions post-Cyclone Pam 
Trees and gardens: 

Tanna was green....just as we remembered, but not nearly as rich and thick as before. A great 
deal of the forest canopy has been lost. Everyone told us that the Cyclone stripped all the leaves 
off the trees and branches, big and small. There were branches everywhere. In the days 
afterwards, everything was brown, but slowly the green has come back. 

During our visit, Tanna experienced some of its first heavy rains in many months. The rain was 
much needed and certainly brightened everyone’s mood. All the dust turned to mud and made 
our truck doti tu mas. 

Many large trees were toppled completely, but most of the banyan trees seemed to stay up. 

Many of the mango trees were also upright, but only the main trunks and branches remained with 
fresh leaves growing on them in clumps - looking like something out of a Dr. Seuss book. 
Sometimes we would spot one small branch with a few green mangoes. 

We saw plenty of vegetables: carrots, cucumbers, sazut, capsicum, kumala, taro and even some 
kava. Few coconuts but many new ones could be seen on coconut trees. No mango, no banana, 
no avocado. The only fruit available was pineapple and watermelon....all about double price 
from last year. 

Houses, Roads, Dispensaries, around Island: 


It was truly impressive to see the amount of clean up and rebuilding that has already taken place. 
Most houses that lost roofs were already re-reroofed. Many of the traditional houses and kitchens 



have been rebuilt. But it was obvious much work was still needed, especially for the schools and 
around the hospital (see below). 


The roads were much the same (good and bad) as our last visit. Some large culverts are being 
installed on the airport and Lenakel wharf roads. There are new concrete sections on the 
downhill side of Snake Hill (road to Whitesands). By far, the biggest and boldest project seen yet 
on Tanna, is the Chinese road-building south of Lenakel, where the mountain beside Tanna 
Lodge has been cut through and wide bridges and culverts constructed all the way to Black Sands 
south. 

We drove to Port Resolution and the volcano. The road was an adventure as usual especially 
with the heavy rain on the way back, but, of course, we never had to suffer the journey with just 
the two of us in the Luck. Plenti man-Tanna, olgeta ol i wantem go saem pies bio wei mitufela 
go- 

Kitow dispensary was the only dispensary to be completely de-roofed and needs to be rebuilt. A 
big tent has been erected beside it and a few supplies have been flung inside, but doesn’t look 
like anybody has been using it. Jet dispensary looks great, Whitesands had some minor damage 
which has been repaired by the French. They are also expanding the hospital adding a guest 
house and classroom. Nurse Jocelyn was there to show us around. 

Iquermanu dispensary was OK, and Port Resolution dispensary was also looking very good. We 
paid a visit to retired nurse Nancy in Port Resolution, inspected the damaged coast line, and tried 
a little snorkeling, but the current and surf were a bit strong. 

We did not visit Greenhill (north), Younanen, or Imaki (south) but heard that their dispensaries 
were relatively intact. 

Four of the community health councils (Imaki, Kitow, Greenhill, Younanen) were given new 
trucks by the MOH. Naurnu was suspicious that this was for political reasons. Jocelyn said the 
same thing, and said that when she needed to transfer a sick baby to Lenakel, she was told that the 
Kitow truck was being used by one of ‘the political men’. She was suitably disgusted by this. 

We also heard from more than one source that Eromango is still in a state of destitution after the 
Cyclone. 

Food is scarce, crops are not growing well and there has been relatively little aid. 

Evergreen Resort is open but had sustained a lot of cyclone damage and is undergoing extensive 
renovation. We drove by Tanna Lodge. It did not look like it was open. Some of the 
bungalows and treehouse accommodation on the other side of the island are open for business. 

Most of the shops in Lenakel have been repaired and are open for business including Iriki’s Store. 
The old Coop building was heavily damaged and remains closed. The National Bank is 
operating, and yes, it has a functioning ATM! 

Lenakel Hospital: 

Fortunately, most of the damage sustained by the hospital was on the northern side, flooding the 
maternity and pikinini wards and the OR. Many people actually took refuge in the outpatient 
department and in the Rotary Women’s Skills Centre. Stopgap repairs to the roof were made by 
the Australian army shortly after the cyclone. All the wards and theatre have been cleaned up 



and are in use again. There is still extensive damage to ceilings, eves, and gutters, and window 
screens. 

The lab still has no chemistry analyzer. The x-ray machine stopped working last October. A 
replacement machine from Vila was sent over but did not work either. Nobody knows what the 
plan is now. Vila and Santo are using digital xray systems according to Arnold. 

The electrical system is working. The hospital has some new computers and wifi internet access. 

The water system is working but everyone is still boiling water as a precaution. The two bore 
water pumps at the bottom of hospital hill send water to storage tanks at the top. All the previous 
tanks were destroyed by the cyclone. It was reported to us that even some full tanks were sent 
rolling away by the cyclone. There are now 6 new medium-sized tanks at the top of hospital hill, 
at least two seemed to be full when we checked them. 

The hospital has at least one working truck. The ambulance has trouble with the battery or 
charging system so has to be push-started! 

Container: 

The container sent from Victoria is sitting on blocks between the hospital and the Maintenance 
shed. Robert has done a good job distributing some of the contents and securing it. We heard 
from many people how much they appreciated the container, and the letters, small gifts and 
chocolates that came with it. 

Nurse Janet said it was very emotional when the container arrived, knowing that ViVa still cared. 
Apparently tears were shed all round. 

Ellen Wap said it was so nice to know that they had not been forgotten. She was also quite happy 
to point out that she was living in one of the donated tents and thanked us for one of the sewing 
machines. The other machines are at the Women’s Skill Centre. Ellen also enjoyed (some!) of the 
dried soup packages. 

The container is still at least half full, mostly with disaster kits that are not needed now and can be 
saved for future use. 

Haus bio Dokta: 

The cyclone blew the new roof completely off the Doctors’s Guest house and slammed it into the 
roof of the Doctors house causing some damage and flooding in the Doctor’s house. The large 
picture window broke. Rotary has already repaired the roof and ceilings, repainted, and installed 
new louvered windows where the large picture window was. They will also replace some doors, 
light fixtures and install a new ceiling fan. 

We did not get a chance to inspect the interior of the house but what we could see looked very 
good. Dr. Robert seems to have settled in complete with large screen TV. 

The cyclone significantly pruned back the outlook and garden. The ocean view is better than ever 
but Dr. John Wilson will be glad to know that many of the poinsettias are growing back, the cacti 
look healthy, and not surprising, the Christmas tree is in its third incarnation. 



The Doctors vegetable garden was fenced but fallow. The Chicken coop looked largely intact 
but not used. The orange tree was knocked down, but the pamplemouse tree was still standing 
with several unripe fruits sighted. The avocado trees looked healthy and there was some banana 
plants re-growing in the back corner. 

Staff Housing: 

01 frens lost its roof and the semi-traditional staff house next to it was destroyed. We could see 
some damage to all the staff housing, but the roofs were mostly repaired. Robert Moise 
complains that many staff houses till have leaks, and many of the windows are broken or boarded 
up. 


Current Hospital Staffing 

The hospital was very quiet when we were there. 

We learned from Dr Robert and staff that the administration has yet again been restructured. A new 
position of “Provincial Health Manager” has been created which seems to encompass public health and 
rural primary care (dispensaries) for TAFEA. Nurse Simon Saiko (wife Betty) has been appointed to this 
position. There is no longer a hospital administrator position so Nurse Robert Moise has been relieved of 
these duties and is returning to his nurse anesthetist role. Hospital administration has been largely 
assigned to the acting Medical Superintendent (Dr. Robert Vocor, - see below). Louie Naling has been 
re-appointed as Nursing Manager and Janet has been re-assigned to just being a senior nurse. Ellen Wap 
is continuing in charge of hospital accounts. 

A new nurse Jimmy-David, has received Paining from Dr. Johnson on Santo and has replaced Morrison 
(who died last July from liver failure/cirrhosis) as the eye nurse. 

Nurse practitioners are Alfred, Reuben, and Simon. Naumu says that Alfred has been working very hard 
and she is worried about how she will cope with outpatients if and when he should retire. We did not talk 
to any of the nurse practitioners, but did see Reuben in the distance once. Suzanne remains in charge of 
the pediatric ward, Sarah in charge of the adult ward. Naumu is in charge of outpatients, ENT, and 
mental health. Evelyn, Betty, and young Sarah are mid-wives. Betty has been for extra training in 
Australia recently, and will soon be starting a post-partum protocol to try and address the recent maternal 
and infant deaths. They are also stalling a new cervical cytology screening program. 

Natalie and Pauline are monitoring community infant nutrition. 

Ruth Moise is still running the vaccine program at rural health. 

Kevin is the TB nurse and has managed to obtain some volunteer TB screening help in some communities 
by piggy-backing onto the diabetes screening program. 

Jimmy, nurse practitioner, was supposed to be at Kitow, but according to Jocelyn has been mostly absent 
after the cyclone and has only been back briefly. He may not be impressed with the tent he was given for 
accommodation. 


Jocelyn is still in Whitesands, as is Alex, who is also still involved with the malaria program which seems 
to have been revived. 



Nurse Roger is in Aneityum, which we are told now has a new brand-new “mini-hospital” courtesy of the 
Cruise Ship companies. It has an outpatient room, maternity room and not one, but two toilets! Roger 
and some others including OR Nurse Ruth will be going for midwifery training soon. Nobody seems to 
want the position of theatre nurse when Ruth leaves. 

Janet has long been the nurse manager at Lenakel Hospital. She wasn't at the hospital though. We were 
told she was on spel because she was ill, but as luck would have it on a small island, we found her 
pumping gas in Bethel. While filling our tank, we had a good chat. She looked well and said she is 
feeling much better after some kastam medicine treatment. She was getting bored with her long holiday 
so decided to earn some money buying and re-selling mazut. She will be back at work next week, a little 
unsure of how she will fit in now that Louie has officially been assigned her job. 

Dr. Robert 

Dr. Robert Vocor is the son of Dr. Tim Vocor, retired former Santo hospital administrator. Young 
Robert is a senior registrar who tells us he intends to go into obstetrics and gynecology. He has a 
girlfriend in Vila who is a radiographer. He seems to be taking his role as Acting Medical Superintendent 
of Lenakel Hospital quite seriously...at least from the administrative point of view. Several staff told us 
that he has often been busy with administrative work or not to be found when asked to see patients. He 
tells us he has plans for Lenakel hospital and wants to see them out before he leaves Tanna within the 
next year or so. 

His email is rvocor@ vanuatu.gov.vu 
Dr. Leanne and Matt 

We have not met Leanne but she and Matt sound very adventurous and keen. They spent time in 
Botswana when Leanne was a medical student and have been back to Botswana many times since, 
including the last 3 months camping in the Kalahari desert with their 7, 5, 2 year old and 6 month-old 
children. Dr. Leanne is an emergency physician who is going to spend her maternity leave on Tanna. 
Matt says she is trying to get some C-section experience in New Zealand before arriving. Matt is an 
accountant. 

We met Matt in Vila on our way back from Tanna. He had just arrived from New Zealand and 48 hours 
prior had just returned from Africa. He wanted to sort out their immigration paperwork and look at the 
Doctors House. He had just been told by Dr. Robert that his family could not stay in the house after-all. 
This was not what Dr. Robert had told us only a few days prior, so we have no explanation for this sudden 
change in Dr. Robert’s plans. Fortunately, Dr. Basil had also just arrived in Vila from Santo and was able 
to meet us all for dinner. Dr. Basil is in charge of post-graduate training so has some influence over Dr. 
Robert. Dr. Basil was very reassuring. He said Dr. Robert was still learning his role and needed support. 
He reassured Matt that he would sort out the situation so that they could stay in the Doctors House. 

Matt had many questions that we tried to answer about the house and preparing to live on Tanna. We 
updated him a little on who was in charge at the hospital and the condition of the Truck. We told him 
about Kathleen and Owen. Kathleen has been getting paid by the hospital to maintain the Doctor's yard 
and garden, but has not been invited by Dr. Robert to do housekeeping. Owen has been hired as hospital 
security guard. They are both keen to have ex-pat doctors back in the doctor's house. Matt is keen to 
have a house girl. It would be helpful to Matt and Leanne if someone in ViVa (eg. Jeff and Karla?) gave 
them more domestic preparation details and hospital staff summaries before they arrive in January. 



Matt also said that they know of at least one New Zealand doctor who would like to come and replace 
them in July next year and felt confident there would be others willing to go. This may fit in nicely with 
Dr Basil’s plans, which include a 2 year internship program for the returning medical graduates (14 from 
Cuba and 4 from China) starting in January. He says all these interns will have compulsory rural 
rotations in places like Tanna. He is hoping that once these interns have finished their training, he will 
have lots of manpower to start staffing Lenakel with ni-Van doctors. Until then, he seems very happy to 
have the help of Leanne and other ex-pat doctors on Tanna. 

Some Issues that Viva should probably help resolve: 

1. Storage space 

Due to the large volume of aid material that arrived at the hospital (much of it of questionable use 
now), and the destruction of several buildings, there is very little storage space. The store room in 
the hospital is full, and supplies are spilling over into a large white tent likely erected by 
UNICEF. Somebody has delivered a number of containers of peanut butter for the hospital, and 
this is now in the container too. 

It was hoped by Rotary that they could use the container for secure storage of building materials. 
Ray White was expecting this, but there is clearly not enough room. The container had been 
packed full, floor to ceiling with supplies when it arrived. After distribution of everything that 
was useful (tents, taips, food aid, and items labeled for dispensary distribution), it is now about 
half full. 

Both Dr.Robert and Robert Moise are of the strong opinion that the container belongs to the 
hospital now and should be used for storage of the disaster relief supplies that are already in it and 
other hospital storage needs. We agree with them. This means that there is little or no space in 
the container for Rotary supplies. 

Ray told us that he had to be very assertive with Nurse Robert Moise to obtain keys to the 
container. Robert eventually obliged and gave Rotary two keys but kept one. Ray asked us to 
use our influence to encourage the hospital to empty the container. Ray said he then intended to 
purchase a new lock and keep the only keys. He is worried about the security of the building 
supplies, and needs to be reassured that they will not be stolen. 

Currently, the Rotary roofing and guttering materials are now being stored outdoors under cover 
at the Women’s Skill Center. Robert Moise does feel they will be safe there. A compromise might 
be to use the garage area of the Doctors Guesthouse for storage, covering everything with a tarp 
or store supplies in the UNICEF tent which does have a lot of room. 

2. Rebuilding priorities 

Ray White would like to repair the hospital eaves and gutters (so that rain water can be collected 
in tanks) and windows and screens and re-paint. He also agrees with our priorities to repair 01 
Frens guest house as soon as possible. He had arranged with a ni-Van man, Tom, to lead a group 
of ni-Van workers to finish the work on the Doctors House and planned to work further with Tom 
on the promise of providing him and his village with a water tank (already purchased, sitting 
behind the Doctor’s guest house). Ray would like to hear from ViVa about our priorities, and 
needs to know how much money we have to spend so that we can form a step-wise plan. 



We asked several staff about rebuilding priorities. Simon, Ellen, and Janet all thought that the 
first Rotary priority should be 01 Frens so that it could be repaired to accommodate a 2 nd doctor. 

Robert Moise was very concerned about staff housing, saying it is difficult to motivate nurses to 
come to work if they have to spend all night moving pots and buckets around to catch the rain 
water coming into their houses. Robert also said that many roofs are also weakened by the 
Cyclone and could fly off more easily in another big wind. 

Robert Moise and other staff told us that an Australian delegation including the Govenor-General 
visited Lenakel Hospital and promised some aid but nobody has heard anything further on this. 

Dr. Robert wants the Doctor’s guesthouse and 01 Frens repaired soon to accommodate all the 
visiting Australian and New Zealand medical students for which he is arranging electives. Basil 
was supportive of this because each foreign student pays a “tuition fee” to come to Vanuatu, and 
this money and any accommodation rental would go into the hospital’s coffers. 

Dr. Robert thinks he can use the rental money the hospital has accumulated from visiting staff 
plus access some funds from UNICEF and then obtain bids and contracts from local builders to 
re-build the Doctors guest house and 01 Frens. 

Both Dr. Robert and nurse Robert Moise told us that they felt that Rotary has not been 
communicating with the hospital administration appropriately. They feel the hospital should be 
consulted about building priorities, what Rotary is planning, who will be doing the work, and 
what the supplies are for. 

Rotary Update 

It was probably quite productive to make our Presentation to the Rotary Club. We gave a 20 minute 
Power Point to 28 members. It included plenty of photos, and described the history of ViVa, the health 
care situation on Tanna, our work there, the reasons for the ViVa Project winding down, the destruction 
of Cyclone Pam, and finally our ViVa fund-raising efforts. The presentation was well-received and we 
answered a lot of questions afterwards. 

This Rotary Club has many projects on the go, including a new one in Nepal. They have been 
sponsoring the Tanna project for a long time so it is probably helpful that we were able to impress them 
with the need to continue doing so. 

Their TAFEA committee is applying to AUSAID for $100,000 to help re-build at least 3 schools on 
Tanna. They already have the cooperation of the Vanuatu Ministry of Health on this project. 

Ray White is retiring from the TAFEA committee. The new President of the committee is Gareth and the 
Secretary is Gil Padarin (gilpadarin@hotmail.com). The treasurer is Gai Nixon. Gil has a background 
in civil service and seems very suited to the diplomatic steps that are going to be necessary to ensure good 
communication between all parties (ViVa, Rotary, Eenakel Hospital and potentially AusAid) in order to 
achieve our mutual objectives. She asked that we include her in any emails we send to Ray White. 

Our stay was certainly not all work. It was wonderful to have a little time to sit and storian with some of 
the staff, and to feel their happiness at the regrowth of trees and gardens. Rocky Ridge was beautiful, 

Tom and Margaret were wonderful hosts, their food was good, the bungalows comfy, and mitufela swim 
lo sal wata evri dae finis, lukluk lo plenti fis, plenti coral. I gud tumas! 



Lukim yu bak agin lo next ViVa meeting Jan 17 th . 
Eugene and Lisa 



